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One of the most critical issues in regards to higher education is the relationship between 
education and the broader economic and social worlds. In the Malaysian context one of the 
more interesting issues in regards to the development of higher education and economic and 
social development is the relationship and synergies between the Accelerated Program of 
Excellence (APEX) university reform and the Governments transformation agenda articulated 
in One Malaysia, the Government Transformation Program and the New Economic Model. 
Economic modernization and globalization to which the New Economic Model (NEM) and 
APEX are important responses require complex theorization for us to adequately grasp and 
engage with.  Questions for us to ponder as we consider the diverse ways in which we can 
understand the APEX program include: How can we maintain a commitment to values within a 
commitment to advancing scientific knowledge? How can we ensure that educational 
institutions produce innovative and creative students and yet also maintain core values? What is 
the relationship between APEX and National Development? To what extent is life long learning 
important to embed as a practice that can help Malaysia realise its national goals? Can a 
discussion of Universiti Sains Malaysia’s (USM) philosophy and approach under APEX case 
light on all these issues?   
 
Introduction: Apex and the National Agenda, New Economy, New Values New Education 
The Way Usm Articulates Its mission within contemporary globalization and the challenge of 
globalization to Malaysian values is critical to understanding USM’s APEX strategy. USM’s 
approach to competitiveness in higher education is a direct response to the very real problems in 
Malaysian education. These problems include: a failure to attain a world class competitive position in 
higher education, mismatch between graduate skills and abilities and employer needs especially 
private sector employers, need for stronger accountability sector wide a need for higher credentials 
across the board for university academics, a need for better university and industry R and D linkages 
and finally a need to focus universities on meeting national needs and objectives (Bank 2007, p.150). 
Compounding these problems is a critical acceleration of brain drain from Malaysia. According to the 
New Economic Model: ‘We are not developing talent and what we have is leaving. The human capital 
situation in Malaysia is reaching a critical stage. The rate of outward migration of skilled Malaysians 
is rising rapidly.’(Council 2010, p.6)  The educational problems that beset Malaysia are a correlate 
with economic and social development.  
Government Transformation Program Roadmap points out that, ‘higher education levels correlate 
consistently with long-term economic growth.’(Government 2010, p.150) As a practical approach to 
globalization and the need to perform in a competitive higher educational environment USM’s 
strategic approach is in keeping with the aims and the intent of the national transformational agenda 
which includes ‘One Malaysia’ the New Economic Model (NEM), the Government Transformation 
Program and finally the forthcoming 10th Malaysia Plan. In this sense there is ‘common ground’ 
between the aims of APEX and the pillars of Malaysian development. This needs to be understood if 
we are to grasp the new thinking that characterizes APEX and its relationship to the direction of 
Malaysia. For example the synergies between the (NEM), One Malaysia the Government 
Transformation Program and APEX need some elaboration since they are a foundation for any 
understanding of the way USM’s APEX strategy links to broader economic, cultural and social 
agendas. 
The National Transformation agenda in Malaysia rests on four pillars.  Firstly there is ‘One Malaysia’. 
This pillar focuses on the preservation and enhancement of unity through an acceptance of diversity. 
One Malaysia provides an important pillar for national development and focuses on an, ‘ability to 
understand and empathize with the position of the other’. This in short means empathy for others 
(Muzzafar 2010). The eight values of One Malaysia are Perseverance, Integrity, Education, Loyalty, 
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Culture of Excellence, Humility, Meritocracy, Acceptance and Integrity. These values which resonate 
for example with the values of the Malaysian Civil Service known as the Twelve Pillars are critical 
social and ethical values. These values are also synergistic with the values that USM is pursuing in 
APEX. 
Secondly there is the Government Transformation Program (GTP). The (GTP) aims to effect change 
and reform in six Key National Result Areas which include, reducing crime, fighting corruption, 
improving student outcomes, raising living standards of low income households, improving rural 
basic infrastructure, improving urban public transport.  The Key Result Areas focus on ethical 
improvement and improvements to social and economic equality. They are critically synergistic to the 
APEX agenda of linking to the bottom billions and social inclusiveness as well as linking closely with 
the APEX sustainability agenda. Thirdly, transformation includes the New Economic Model which 
includes 8 Strategic Reform Initiatives. These include, reenergizing the private sector, developing a 
quality workforce and reducing dependency on foreign labour creating a competitive domestic 
economy, strengthening the public sector, transparent and market friendly affirmative action, building 
the knowledge base and infrastructure, enhancing the sources of growth and ensuring sustainability of 
growth. Again these initiatives mesh with the APEX agenda since APEX is centrally concerned with 
building knowledge and sustainable practices which can enhance and engender sustainable growth. 
Finally as mentioned previously the 10th Malaysia Plan. The underlying philosophies and positions 
outlined in these pillars meshes with APEX in significant and mutually reinforcing ways. Economic 
modernization and globalization to which the Malaysian Government Transformation Program, One 
Malaysia the New Economic Model and APEX are important responses require complex theorization 
for us to adequately grasp and engage with.  The fact that the quality of Malaysian institutions has a 
critical place in Malaysia’s competitive growth and that this must be understood in cultural context is 
understood by Malaysian policy makers. While on the one hand there is a need to bring the culture up 
to par with the level of development thus addressing the issue of ‘cultural lag’, there is also a 
recognition that Malaysia needs to defend its cultural and ethical foundations. APEX likewise does 
not subordinate Malaysian higher education to narrow or instrumental aims but takes a holistic 
approach to higher educational reform. This holistic approach is based upon recognition that there are 
multiple paths to modernization 
When we focus on the NEM and APEX we witness attempts to engage and advance Malaysia’s 
national agenda in the context of globalization and national renewal. One of the first issues that arise 
in understanding APEX and its symbiosis with the NEM is to grasp the way globalization has 
changed the economic, social cultural and educational environment for Malaysia. USM’s APEX 
strategy engages a new direction that is responsive to the cultural and socio-economic framework 
within which it operates (Hall and Soskice 2001; Gingerich 2004, p.6). This approach is in keeping 
with the underlying thrust of the New Economic Model which also recognizes that Malaysia draws 
‘on a number of strengths and unique advantages’ that must be the basis of moving forward(Council 
2010, p.8). 
Likewise with USM, moving forward this must be based on the strengths it possesses. USM through 
its location in Penang with its rich intersection of cultures, heritage and its specific focus on scientific 
areas such as bio-diversity houses significant nationally recognized research intuitions such as the 
Malaysian Institute of Pharmaceuticals and Neutraceuticals as well as the National Poison Centre, and 
the Institute for Research in Molecular Medicine. These are among the many institutional research 
institutes which address the specific strengths that USM possesses as well as meshing closely with 
broader national aims as evidenced in the NEM (2008). In its commitment to innovation and 
strategically thought through research USM’s approach builds on its strengths through networking 
and cluster based alliances. For example, The Institute for Research in Molecular Medicine is an 
excellent example of USM’s desire to move toward building a ‘cluster based multidisciplinary 
research institute [s]’ (USM, 2008a, p.65). This provides a rich example of the type of approach to 
multidisciplinary and trans-disciplinary research that is strategically focused. The framing of research 
directions which engage and build strategic alliances, clusters and relationships with diverse industry, 
and civil society partners can help solidify advantages by focusing on research strengths that are 
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recognized as part of a broader national agenda. According to USM’s strategic plan, ‘USM is 
strategizing itself to be more autonomous, accountable, and will provide incentives for partnership 
and business, the right mix of skills for the labour market and the community.’(USM, 2008b, p.v)   
The recognition that higher educational reform in Malaysia must be holistic and that it must combine 
effort to change mindsets with a protection of culture and normative values are policy prescriptions 
that animate Malaysian public policy and are critical to USM’s APEX agenda. Holistic reform is the 
lynch pin of a life long learning agenda. The dynamics and forces of globalization have lead to a 
radical rethink in respect to the role of the University in contemporary society. Universities exist in a 
globalized world that is increasingly interconnected and dependent. This interdependency and 
interconnectivity also produces a tension, between the desire to compete and prosper in the current 
world order and the desire to maintain national integrity and more relevantly in the current discussion 
integrity of values. How does Malaysia sustain culture and sustain Malaysia’s future? What role does 
higher education play in this issue?  In the Malaysian environment economic development carries 
with it implicit cultural and social values. The desire to develop economically is itself founded upon 
an ethical desire to advance social and individual well being. A critical area of contention in 
Malaysian development and modernization lies in the role and place of science. It is here that the 
place and meaning of APEX and USM’s strategy comes to the fore. 
 Science and Technology and the National Values Agenda 
A Key Issue for Malaysian Sustainable Development Is the Development of A base in science and 
technology. Science and technology is critical to Malaysian development. According to the Malaysian 
Science and Technology Indicators Report 2008: 
‘Malaysia needs to leverage its competitive advantage especially in the sub-sectors that involve 
science and technology. It is this sub-sector that drives innovation plus research and development for 
more competitive products and services. Even though Malaysia supplies good basic human capital, it 
lacks high technology human capital. This is probably due to the education system which did not 
factor or encourage creativity and innovation.’(Kassim 2008, p.2) 
Yet in Malaysia the need for a citizenry who are competent in science and mathematics as a basis for 
economic growth is currently being undermined by the competitive failure of Malaysian students in 
these subjects. For example, according to TIMMS data, ‘about 20% of Malaysian students failed to 
meet the minimum TIMSS benchmarks for Maths and Science in 2007, compared to about 5–7% in 
2003.’ (2010, p.150) The centrality of math and science to economic development means that the 
Malaysian government is essentially correct in its assessment that, ‘Unless we push ourselves to raise 
the bar, Malaysia risks being left behind in education today and in competitiveness tomorrow. 
(Government 2010, p.150) The success of USM in achieving APEX status must be viewed with 
consideration to the central role that science plays in economic development. USM’s approach to 
science is cognizant of this but is also aware that engaging and advancing science and technology in a 
competitive and global environment is itself a complex and values informed task. In this sense USM 
is trying to take ‘the high road’ to engaging competition based on innovation and new thinking 
(Millberg and Houston 2005, p.303). By the ‘high road’ we mean that USM is asking the hard 
questions, ‘science and technology for what purpose?’ and ‘science and technology for whose 
benefit?’  
Science and Values 
Viewing USM’s project through the prism of transformation requires us to grasp the way USM is 
engaging the issue of values. The following discussion will investigate the transformation of values 
the USM’s APEX strategy entails in science.  Before we accept the role of science in national 
development at face value we must also understand the pivotal role USM plays in interrogating 
science from a values perspective. USM’s APEX agenda entails a critique of the instrumentalization 
and reduction of science and technology to technique at the expense of its broader normative 
dimension. While the problems of neo-liberal consumer culture and its assault on values is reasonably 
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well understood a corollary issue of the normative basis of science and how this relates to national 
development and by implication higher education is less well understood.  
This tension for example manifests in debates over science and ethics in Malaysian society which are 
critical in how we understand the moral and technological dimension of the APEX program and how 
this moral/cultural dimension influences how we view Malaysian responses to modernity and 
globalization.  Public policy in Malaysia finds critical exposition in the Rukun Negara’s commitment 
to, ‘society with equitable sharing of wealth, to guaranteeing a liberal approach to her rich and diverse 
cultural traditions and to building a progressive society based on science and technology.’ This is 
achieved through, ‘belief in God, loyalty to King and country, the supremacy of the constitution, the 
rule of law and courtesy and morality.’(2010, p.68) The critical issue for this paper is the commitment 
to science and technology (which was the key driver in establishing USM) and the corollary notions 
of belief in spiritual values and morality and how this manifests in the current globalized 
environment. While at the level of public policy formulation policy documents easily combine the 
need for scientific and technological advancement with moral and normative advancement, in the 
practical realm the disquiet at the tension between the role of science and issues of ethics and morality 
runs deep. 
Mohammed Hazim Shah provides us with an excellent insight into the problems and characteristics of 
Malaysian responses to modernity and the role of science. According to Mohammed Hazim Shah it is 
necessary to ‘take into account and accommodate socio-cultural forces’(Shah 2004, p.60) in order for 
reforms with scientific development to work in the Malaysian context. Resolving and addressing the 
issues of spiritual beliefs and the role of science in Malaysian society is a critical mission if we are to 
avoid ‘cultural drag’ and a false positing of science against ethics and spiritual beliefs(Shah 2004, 
p.60). Mohammed Hazim Shah makes an interesting point which is pertinent to our understanding of 
APEX and broader issues of the NEM. He argues that: ‘Science policy, I contend, must scratch 
beyond the economic surface, and edifice of data with which it is associated, and through which it 
tries to justify itself’(Shah 2004). In other words, the ‘Malay confrontation with modernization’ and 
how ethics and normative considerations are negotiated and adapted into the ‘modernization process’ 
is of critical important in reforms that aim to improve competitive advantages in science and 
technology and educate students for a knowledge economy and society(Shah 2004). Recognizing this 
issue as salient in the Malaysian context is critical to understand how USM can engage globalization 
not as a supplicant to western neo-liberal imperialism. Modernization processes involve the 
‘institutionalisation and professionalisation’ of science and technology. However, the ‘harmonization’ 
of science with normative cultural beliefs is according to Mohammed Hazim Shah the best way to 
advance science and technology in Malaysia as a ‘viable model’ unlike the secularization of science 
that occurs in the western example (Shah 2004, p.79) 
One of the critical arguments of this paper is that the, ‘continuous and rapid change’ that characterizes 
contemporary Malaysia needs temperance by what Syed Omar Syed Agil refers to as the ‘permanent 
element’ which provides society ‘its own unique identity.’(Agil 1994, pp.31-32) The ‘permanent’ 
aspect refers to cultural and spiritual values which are not so easily subjected to the endless winds of 
change and breakdown.  The significant role that culture and values play in knowledge needs 
articulation. In the case of a university such as USM and its APEX strategy it is important that it avoid 
the problem of having, ‘no vital centre, no permanent underlying principle establishing its final 
purpose.’ (Al-Attas 1985, p.147) Dzulkifli Abdul Razak captures the essence of USM’s aim and by 
inference its ‘final purpose’ and ‘vital centre’ in the following: 
‘A university, however, is not an industry as such where students are products and education a 
commodity to be bought and sold. A university worthy of its name should be engaged in protecting 
and defending as well as promoting humanity to higher ideals (Razak 2006) .’ 
In other words, USM seeks to avoid development of knowledge that ‘is not guided by a final principle 
and definite purpose.’ (Al-Attas 1985, p.147) The question that animates the USM approach is to 
what extent its guiding or ‘final’ principle (sustainability and commitment to the bottom billions) can 
be both definitive yet flexible enough to provide for creativity and divergence. Ensuring and building 
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upon the ethical authority that APEX  gives USM is a significant part of the USM project and 
represents a critical issue for the status of public universities in Malaysia and the central role they play 
in ‘moral governance’. This issue of ethics is central to the stated aims of Malaysian development 
which proclaims the ‘establishment of a fully ethical and moral society’(Alhabshi 1994, p.25) as one 
of its pre-eminent goals. USM’s APEX strategy attempts to engage current globalization and the 
problems of the proper role and place of science and technology in relation to national development. It 
does this by taking seriously the issue of the normative uses of science and technology.  
In the Malaysian case the argument for reasserting values into science and technology has been most 
articulately taken up by theorists of the Islamicization of knowledge. Theorists and scholars within 
this tradition seek to address the problem of the relativisation of knowledge and the liquidity of 
globalized modernity by reintegrating science with Islamic values. From this vantage point the 
importance of Islamic thinkers who argue for a reestablishment of values in higher education should 
not be lightly dismissed.  USM’s APEX strategy recognizes the basic normative problem that is 
understood by Islamic scholars. While  USM’s approach differs from an overly strict or positivistic 
interpretation of the  Islamicization of knowledge perspective('Adi 2003) USM’s APEX strategy 
could benefit from an engagement with sophisticated versions of this perspective. A good point of 
reference for consideration is the approach to the relationship between Islam and knowledge in the 
university that can be found in the work of Syed Muhammed Naquib Al-Attas. In Naquib Al-Attas’ 
perspective the emphasis is on interrogating the values perspective that informs the disciplines of 
knowledge from an Islamic perspective. The aim in short is to recognize the sacred aspect 
underpinning and informing knowledge and challenging the secular basis of contemporary knowledge 
in the universities. In this tradition the focus is in challenging the ethical basis of science and how 
scientific knowledge is applied. The approach articulated by Syed Muhammed Naquib Al-Attas 
focuses on the ethical basis of knowledge. The ethical responsibility that university scholars have in 
the way they advance their knowledge provides us with an interesting and productive discursive 
moment to consider the values/knowledge debate in Malaysian universities. This kind of approach 
provides the beginning of a language of knowledge that has overlapping affinity with many views that 
are starting to challenge and question the secularization of knowledge while not in any way 
necessarily opposing knowledge forms simple because they stem from the West.  Part of taking 
seriously the normative dimension of the universities scientific agenda, lies in taking seriously local 
critiques of knowledge and values such as found in Al-Attas’ oeuvre(Al-Attas 1985). 
USM’s agenda is in large measure an attempt to open up debate about knowledge values, culture and 
the sacred without falling into the trap of positivism or fundamentalism. This is important because an 
overly reductive, formulaic and simplistic espousal of the sacred dimension to knowledge has led to 
the fact that that, ‘Malaysian scientists and engineers continue to reject the need for indigenisation, 
Malayanisation, Malaysianisation, or Islamisation of science and technology’(Daud and Zain 1999, 
p.110).USM’s approach is to tackle the substantive normative or ethical problem with science which 
is its instrumentalization and separation from ethical considerations and rejoin science to an ethical 
project that is both influenced and informed by indigenous cultural values but is also articulated in a 
language that is consensus building and capable of bringing people together despite religious and 
cultural differences. In this way USM’s APEX strategy both places itself within a globalized and 
heterogeneous trans-national, trans-local and trans-cultural environment yet maintains a kind of vital 
ethical centre to its aims and mission. This is in keeping with the way many intellectuals and policy 
makers in developing countries such as Malaysia now view the dilemmas of modernity and science 
and technology. Azizan Baharuddin makes the point clearly: 
‘The dramatic and lopsided impact of rapid change, together with the disruptions of traditional values, 
requires the South to reevaluate the meaning of “progress.” Technology, research processes, and 
entire patterns of economic structuring have been transplanted from the West. The intelligentsia of the 
South is increasingly realizing that it has derived its definition of modernity from values implicit in 
S&T and that these are largely products of one civilizations worldview and historical experience. 
Many are beginning to see that for true development to occur, material progress must be accompanied 
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by, and pursued in accordance with, intangible, yet essential, human and moral values.’(Baharuddin 
2000, p.105) 
 
 STEM and HASS 
Critics recognise that the overly instrumentalized discourse of science without an ethical reference 
means that scientific discovery lacks a normative anchor. If science lacks an ethical anchor then 
science as the engine of growth is also ethically problematic. Interestingly, this observation and 
argument correlates with research which now also recognizes the critical importance within 
universities of engaging both STEM Science Technology Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) 
research as well as Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS) research. The importance of Humanities 
research to informing culture, inspiring depth in innovation and giving substance to research should 
not be underestimated. STEM is an important and critical driver for creative industries. However, ‘arts 
and humanities [also] have a particularly strong affiliation with the creative industries.’(Bakhshi, 
Schneider et al. 2008, p.9) In fact evidence suggests that the arts and humanities are critical stimulants 
to creative industries and that the importance of social science and humanities research to the ethical 
defence and acceptance of scientific innovation and its applications is of central importance to their 
societal uptake. In essence, ‘the arts and humanities provide a foundational understanding of the 
effects of change on society. If innovation generally develops when there is cultural acceptance, ethics 
can comprehend and create the spaces for public understanding of scientific and medical 
advances.’(Bakhshi, Schneider et al. 2008, p.9) compounding this contemporary research suggests 
that the arts and humanities can provide a language to ‘translate science to the wider public. Insights 
from the cognitive sciences suggest, for example, that people think in terms of metaphor, rather than 
with logic.’(Bakhshi, Schneider et al. 2008, p.10) The historical shift in how we understand the nature 
of STEM and innovation has changed. According to the report, ‘Connecting Ideas: Collaborative 
Innovation for a Complex World’: 
Over time the way in which innovation is understood has shifted, from its early origins in science 
policy linked to the R& D and defence investment agendas of governments in the 1940s and 1950s. 
Later innovation came to be viewed as an economic instrument essential to the realisation of national 
competitiveness and export orientation. Over time, there has been a broadening of the concept of 
innovation to encompass concepts like creativity, collaboration and problem solving.  This has fuelled 
a debate about an expanded role for HASS in innovation involving a partnership with STEM 
disciplines that seeks to inform the development of a more holistic innovation policy agenda that is 
human centred rather than technologically deterministic. In other words the prospects of solving the 
great challenges we face in the 21st century will be greatly improved by the insights and the 
contributions that HASS can provide as a key player in a modernised innovation agenda.’(Spoehr, 
Barnett et al. 2010, p.9) 
The critical issue in regards to the relationship between STEM and HASS is that a deterministic and 
narrow notion of the role of STEM to universities and the relationship to innovation is no longer 
tenable. The systemic nature of innovation and the cultural significance of scientific discovery entails 
an appreciation of the values dimension to scientific knowledge and its application and hence the 
centrality of HASS and the issue of values and culture to learning and higher education. If this 
argument holds, then support for HASS disciplines in relation to STEM disciplines also provides 
institutional support for the arguments above in regards to values and their relationship to science and 
national development. The implications of breaking down the silos between the sciences and the 
humanities for habits of life long learning and social development are momentous.  
Conclusion 
USM’s approach to science does three critical things which provide it with a discursive framework 
that is sophisticated and malleable enough to advance Malaysia’s national and global interests. Firstly, 
USM recognises that the compartmentalization and separation of science from ethics is leading to a 
failure to act and think in ‘holistic and healthy ways.’(Baharuddin 2000, p.106) Secondly USM is 
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framing its commitment to a more holistic approach to science and ethics in a fashion that is 
commensurate with the need to be able to articulate an ethical mission in a heterogeneous society and 
global environment. Recognizing the importance of ‘the fusion of knowledge’(Razak 2009) between 
the arts and sciences and between ethics and scientific development is a crucial aspect of USM’s 
APEX strategy. Finally USM is avoiding through its approach a reduction of ethical norms to mere 
literal incantations and in this sense is seeking to inculcate substantive ethical change in campus 
without a reduction of ethical discourse to didacticism.  Having said this; the ethical dimension of 
USM’s project can be usefully interrogated in reference to sophisticated and philosophically serious 
discussions of spirituality, ethics and education. An example (although not the only example) of this 
can be found in the works of Syed Muhammad Naquib Al-Attas which may provide added stimulus to 
the normative project that informs APEX. This argument is supported by recognising the importance 
of HASS disciplines to STEM within a university and the critical significance of ideas of trans-
disciplinarily to university knowledge. USM is seeking to avoid an overly positivistic interpretation of 
how ethics can be inculcated in the university. This holistic approach which is the hallmark of USM’s 
APEX strategy is in synergy with broader policy documents such as the NEM which also, ‘takes a 
holistic approach, focusing also on the human dimension of development’(Council 2010, p.4).  In this 
sense USM’s APEX agenda is wholly in keeping with the contemporary public policy agenda and 
discourse. The essential characteristic of USM’s approach is that it takes this discourse seriously and 
at its word. Such an approach lays serious foundations for life long learning and national 
development. 
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